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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 


In 1971 in Portland, Oregon, I did frequent volunteer work with 
retarded and disturbed children at Waverly Childrens Home, where Susan 
Vernier was a full-time child care worker. This was after I tagged along with 
Susan and her co-workers to Salem, Oregon, on a tour of Fairview Home: 
State Residential Institution for Care, Treatment, and Training of Mentally 
Retarded of All Ages. Friends had prepared me for the tour with their 
concerned questions: Why do you want to go there? Why do you have to 
see them and get all depressed? Why do they let people like that live? But I 
came away from Fairview amazed and elated, having met some of the most 
open innocent spirited people I have ever encountered. I began this poem 
immediately, and soon was helping Susan and the others take their Waverly 
children out on field trips to the Rose Festival parade, county fair, zoo, 
swimming in a backyard pool, on picnics in public parks, even to Farrell’s 
Ice Cream Parlour and Shakey’s Pizza. You should have seen the regulars 
gawk! Well, I worked hard with the children and on my poem, finishing it in 
a couple of months as I neared my 30th birthday, troubling over that and so 
much in this life, but inspirited by those genuine children of all ages who’d 
got me raving poetry with my arms waving. Later Susan choreographed the 
poem using whole-body movement, facial expression, and masks, and before 
finally going our separate ways we presented 10 voice-dance concerts of 
Here I Am. The first was just a short way from the Fairview grounds, at 
Northwest Writers Conference, Willamette University, Salem, Oregon, March 
29, 1974, and the last was at Grand Valley State Colleges, Allendale, 
Michigan, January 23, 1975. 


Morning recess: 
cloudburst 
and freakout. 


Even a mongoloid is at least this literate: 
Frankenstein is not the monster but his 
creator. | 


Lord! this idiot! cross-eyed, swinging 

in the downdrench, we boobies scared silly, clapping 
for thunder 

and his berserk bellowing. 

Look at him! He’s pissed his pants 

and won’t come down. You can’t shut him up 

or stop his drool. He’s pumping 

like the monster. Jesus! will he swoosh and boom 


till we all slobber our babble! 


Gesture to characters 
and whenever timely. ' 


Like now, point. 


Schoolroom: 
motor and speech 


therapy. 


Half of us under the stoop, eyes rolled back, 
squawking, biting our thumbs, squeezing 
our dollies, 

half slapping our stubby hands out of time 
while he bawls this crackbrain jabber 

big bare feet out— 

sopped, swinging 


witless above the gawkers. 


Where the Christ’s the sense! speaking a tongue 
nothing but sounds? Won’t he stop 

this bedlam 

and talk like anyone 

else? Hang him up by the toes 


and—by Frankenstein! —he’ll make some vowels. 


Where is Thumbkin? Where is Thumbkin? 
HereIlam! HerelIam! 

How are you today, Sir? 

Very well, I thank you. 

Run and hide! Run and hide! 


Thumbs behind back. 
Out and up, out and up. 
Wiggle one. 


Wiggle other. 
Behind back, behind back. 


All we boobies big and little stutter 
Thumbkin and spasm 

on with Pointer, Tall Man, Ring Man, Pinky, 
thrash off shoes and greet All 

the Men. Fingers 

fun and singsongs teach us half-ass 

grace, and sounds past grunting, ditties to slur 


strapped in our cribs. 


Who can’t wiggle Tall Man and squirms 
shrieks at the ruler cratked 

cross his fingers, and stood into a corner 
gassed like a mummy, by God he’d rather 
keep his hand-me-downs dry, sit straight, face 
Teacher, and sputter a verse or two. 

But times, 

like this morning’s cloudburst 


frenzy, even Teacher gets the gulps. 


Pop each up. 


Wave it. 


Laundry 
workshift: 


cheer, romance. 


How are you today, Sir? How was school 

today, Sir? How do you like this sunshine, Sir?— 
Some glad ass shakes 

with every jerk creeping into the laundry. 

Very well, I thank you! So’s the girlie—gigeling 
again—danced into the swing. Yikes! 

what a nosebleed! . 

Got the bejesus whammed into her. Someone 
lifted the wee girl up, fussed to stop 

it. 


This daft gimp stacking new diapers 


_ thrusts out a tiny Thumbelina for each to marvel, 


srinning ear to ear—her spitting self! 

her little kin—here she is, 

black curly hair, bent leg and all. 

And here’s the pointer, ditches pushcart, 
pins anyone or his dolly 

and gospels. Hallelujah! going up there 


_ to harp for God! 


_ Steam hissing everywhere, washers, dryers rumbling— 


Make handshakes. 


Hold out fist 


as if with dolly. 


Point. 


our hack-haired tall man stretched on a table 
clowns under clean sheets. Looks like 

the monster, already knows sputter, flopping 
to get loose. The boss boy 

spoofing too, blows a panic-toot. Look! 'You know me 
—whistle, keychain, rings—I’m Lord 
Frankenstein. My merry freaks, strap him in 
or he'll go to town, drag bedbuggers 

off in the rain. 


O Pinky! folding towels so womanly! 

lets me ogle her mammas, then flusters 

a fresh towel over her blush. Why not smooch! 
under the nightmare stoop where we boobies 
run from heaven crack | 

till someone coaxes us out. 

So I jerk like crazy, snooze in a crib— 

I fold a neat sheet, she blushes 

when I creep in. We’ve got something 

going, | 

all of us—dazed as our dollies— 

sorting, shaking, carting, hobbling errands. 


Across grounds 
into chronic ward: 
distress, 


flashbacks. 


This dumbstruck message boy in front of us 

even thinks he’s a songster. Humph! The dodo 

can’t cough up a do-re-mi or a tra-la, 

wonders what are ABC’s, thinks he can sing 

with his hands. See— Flutter hand. 
he’s scooped up a new baby sparrow 

dud from the smooching stoop—teatherless 

done-in drop of flesh, no bigger than my thumb, Show thumb. 


perished here at our nightmare door. 


Inside are the frights, a cottageful 

to give God fits and all his harpies: breathing 
flesh-and-blood gargoyles! heaven knows what else! 
Even a rutabaga bends its head toward light, 

but this stiff will gape into pudding 

vomit till she gags for good. 

She has a favorite flavor and wants a hug 

but who’s here hot to roll her over? 

Not this kiddo, can’t hold up his own whopper 

of a head, lolled 


over on the wheelchair arm. 


Greet a stripling too busy for handshakes, 

a fleshknot 

small as anyone’s infant. Lopbreast, 

screwlimbs, crookneck, the whole horrid body 
convulsing for his one next wheeze— wheeze— wheeze— 
Is that all he’s good for? What does a dodo know 

who lays the naked twist of birdflesh 

by him in the rattling crib? 


A little grim—couldn’t you say?—this Creation, 

maybe a goof. Muscled out of the womb 

into dayfright and nightmare. What a rupture! 
Strapped on the potty, gas and pinworms, hairbrushed 
down the cellar by mummy, | 
wasped in the forehead, scared 

of the Jesus, heaven bolts, 

cribfires— a jaw'that stammers, knuckles 


rulered blue— 


Jab thumb back 
as if to him. 


Down hall past 
runaway. 


and what else! a babble that needs 


help! please no! run and hide! fire! my head! 

my head! 

why! why! why! | 

And who’s the joker loosed us 

to stutter and jolt? O poor Lord Frankenstein! why 
heartbreak and sob? | 


Why a nestling not this big 

just getting cozy in mummy’s feathers, jiggled out 
splat 

beside this stripling pretty 

as a wrung, plucked pigeon? Why? 

Why allow an after-birth one more wheeze 

who can’t even tonguetwist his thanks? 


I’ve got the gulps, noodle’s on the blink, 7 
cross-eyes, can’t hold my pee. I think a nosebleed 
will hurt, head’s cold, © 

too big for my crib, have less gO 

than our lurching dummy, always out here, hung 
in his stroller— 


Show thumb. 


and I want to breathe, I want a chew 

and sip, custard and cocoa, someone’s goodnight 
kiss, a real bed, my own dolly, pajamas 

that fit. I want to thumb my nose 


-at Teacher, splash in puddles, peep and smooch, goof 


and not be cornered. 

I want to help God shut up 

this whole bedlam and start over 
mum. 


Pat chest. 


Do itt. 


Blind in the belly | 

it was good—upside down and deaf 

what did he care? Pulled spastic from the hug, 
yanked up and slapped till he croaked 

his squeak, now he’s out — 

for a stroll, fluttering in a swing-cage, 
bumping the walls. 


Brainless as his swollen banged thumbs, he jerks 


on purpose into the shaft of sunshine 

bright through one tiny rain-streaked skylight 
into this dim hallway | 

onto his pale grimace twisted 

up-sunbeams through his shut eyes—maybe 
a dull haze, just a shimmer 


in his blacked-out head. 


Somehow he got here 

where right now this one noon beam 
suns his uptwisted senseless 

face—and he likes it 

whether he knows we’re hobbling by 


or not. 


Hold them out. 


Lunch hour: Well, I’m hungry. What is it—sauerkraut © | 
revelry, rapture. and weenies? How are you today, Sir? Hallelujah! Make handshake. 

here he is again, grinning | 

at his pudding, talking to a muffin, 

helloing the alphabet soup. 

Very well, I thank you! Oh goody! pick a custard. 

Grab an extra for wee girlie, got slammed 

and a nosebleed, lost all her spit. 

And one for my witless dolly. Where’s Pinky? 

Here she is, scootching away—shy Look to 


sweet fool—to the far table. far corner. 


Goodness! our tall man, plumb crazy, all thumbs 
as he jabs, shovels pudding 

on his cheery face, 

down his bib, on lap and floor, beams 

What a good boy am I! Burp! Didn’t dump 

my milk today. Hoorayed and slapped — 

on the back by chums joshing: 


You grunt like the Jesus loose 

from his mummy rags. Lord, if they catch the brute 
this time, it’s thumbs down for keeps. 

He jolts. up 

tall, dribbling alphabets, 

pants half slid off. Look! he’s cracked! 

Let’s nail him down by the toes. 

Please no! Jesus! 

run! hide in the rain! 


Holy spit! did you see him pump and swoop! 
‘Let’s clap and dance all day, throw 

soup in the air, point at everyone, backslap, 
handshake, wail, make handsongs 

like dodos, 

swoosh all the swings. 
Where is Thumbkin? Where is Thumbkin? 


Both down hard. 


Flutter hand. 


All day 
flashbacks: 


fires, birthdays. 


Here Fam; Pinky! Look at me! | On tiptoes, wave. 
Let me ogle under the stoop. O I’d dump 

these three custards to peep 

her mammas blushing. Who wouldn’t?— 

and fall on his noggin, yell all twenty-six 

letters. They spell any day’s hubbub, smooching 

to jabber, nothing but a madhouse 


we’re here to orin— . 


except a handful sizzled in a cottage Open a hand. 
exploded by heaven bolts. Couldn’t scorch us all!— 

wildfire licking as we tumbled 

down the getaway slide, 

shrieking and sopped, just like today aa birthday | 

—here to cheer and handsignal our names, Spastic flutter. 
any song we can fumble, because his hellfire 

can’t shut up bedlam, buggers flopping 

their bellies together. 


See our daffy gimp, lugged three midnights 


from cribflames—in love? duty? panic? 

What’s the diff?— Here she is 

hustled from the blast 

hugging her tiny rag kin, her floppy self, 

alive to limp and grin and thrust out Fist out. 
curly lame Thumbelina. 

Why? Because mummy and a daddy 

goofed in bed, God love them 


and choke on his wrath. 


Another quickied in back-alley stupor, 

this dummy in disgust 

at sunrise, the pointer just a squirt in the dark, 
a dodo with gurgle and bed babble, 

and some of us in sweet humping love, 

you bet your booby. It’s all the same mess. 
Like it or not, we bugaboos tumble out, 

scare off our mums, wheezing 

to break your heart, dressed in misfits, 

stood up smirking, thumbs 

out stiff in front. Have them out. 


So we sputter—crowns of chopped fluff, 
washed-out flesh, monster 

muscles, sogged diapers, eyes out of whack— 
erunting to sing... drool and slur 

till we croak 

just like the goners who got us, 

flopping it off in bed, scared spitless 

they’d flub. 


Bedtime: bath Yes, we’re here—imps and hulkers—fumbling 
GHOSE to unbutton. Someone... 

is urging us to pee, scrubbing 

snot off, pinching bottoms. Cribtime, 

my little bugaboo. 

Oh, Mummy, my new diaper! your lips 

making my name! We all love our pajamas. Strap 
us in hugging the dollies, 

cover us, in this shadowy disinfected cottage 


dance that best fable: loose, Frankenstein’s brute 


really going to town, lurching 3 Step forward 
at thrusting 
right up clumsy 


to the buggers— How are you today, Sir! handshake. 
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Lights out. 


O Jesus, children, here he is! Only you 

can dance—just like this! —clapping after him 
like the heavens 

bursting as he pumps higher, crazier, bellowing 


everything his mouth knows. 


Where is Thumbkin? Where is Thumbkin? 
Here lam! Here Iam! 

How are you today, Sir? 

Very well, I thank you. 

Run and hide! Run and hide! 


Girlie got kicked down but someone lifts her 

up, little Heather, arms and legs 

spreading pink nighty. Tonight’s good harpy floats 
in the cottage 

fluffy head to fluffy head, kissing 

flat brows, close slant eyes, snub noses, 


kissing our swollen tongues 


done with all day’s blab. 


Sway, arms raised. 


Same as before. 


As if cradling her 
up with arms, 
oating her, 


Now we’re snuggled in, half-sleeping. 

Someone is humming the monster song, tiptoeing 
crib to crib, bending to kiss 

each pudgy thumb, big or little, stuck up 

for her lips. Goodnight, David. Goodnight, Heather. 
Wren. Christopher. Teena. Jay-Jay. Jones. 
Craigers. Sweet dreams, all we creatures. 


And this one—what’s wrong?—head stuffed 

in his pillow. Does he want to be a mummy? 

How can he know! He thinks the sunlight is beaming 
through, that his blushing Pinky 

has mammas and all. 

~ He thinks of the feather nest, the bird 

child, the Jesus nailed down drenched. Here! alive 

as his thumb thrust up before him. Yes, 

he thinks breath wants him 


to sing! 


Stick one up. 


Put it up. 
High. 


Higher. 
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This dumbstruck message boy in front of us 
even thinks he’s a songster. Humph! The dodo 
can’t cough up a do-re-mi or a tra-la, 

wonders what are ABC’s, thinks he can sing 
with his hands. See— 

he’s scooped up a new baby sparrow 

dud from the smooching stoop—featherless 
done-in drop of flesh, no bigger than my thumb, 
perished here at our nightmare door. 


Inside are the frights, a cottageful 

to give God fits and all his harpies: breathing 
flesh-and-blood gargoyles! heaven knows what else! 
Even a rutabaga bends its head toward light, 

but this stiff will gape into pudding 

vomit till she gags for good. | 

She has a favorite flavor and wants a hug 

but who’s here hot to roll her over? 

Not this kiddo, can’t hold up his own whopper 

of a head, lolled 


over on the wheelchair arm. 


Greet a stripling too busy for handshakes, 

a fleshknot 

small as anyone’s infant. Lopbreast, 

screwlimbs, crookneck, the whole horrid body 
convulsing for his one next wheeze—wheeze —wheeze— 
Is that all he’s good for? What does a dodo know 

who lays the naked twist of birdflesh 

by him in the rattling crib? 
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